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The Office of Public Instruction

Nancy Keenan
State Superintendent

State Capitol

PO Box 202501
Helena, Montana 59620-2501

(406) 444-7362

FAX No. (406) 444-2893

April 25, 1997

Dear Community Member:

Montana has a proud tradition of personal responsibility, honesty, integrity, and citizenship

—

in other words, good character. We believe the safety of our communities, schools and neighbor-

hoods depends on keeping that tradition alive, especially for our children. That’s a bigger chal-

lenge today than ever before.

Our children are faced with a constant barrage of negative messages ranging from violence on

TV, to harmful peer pressure, to gang “wanna-bes” in our communities. Our message of good

character must compete with these negative messages.

Adults often discuss how to teach our children about good character and how to help children

resist violence and drugs. However, we forget to include the children themselves in the discussion.

The Kids on Character Student Forum was set up to give Montana’s young people a chance to offer

their insights.

In the spring of 1 996, the Office of Public Instruction, in partnership with the Montana Parent

Teacher Association and the Montana Broadcasters Association, held Kids on Character Student

Forums in 12 cities around Montana. The goal of these meetings was to listen to kids talk about

personal responsibility, honesty, integrity, fairness, respect, caring and citizenship. These are the

shared community values that have been the cornerstone of our civilization.

The students participating in the Kids on Character Student Forums made recommendations

on what they need from their schools, families, media, faith communities, peers and themselves in

order to become people of good character. The students were not asked about their religious beliefs

or personal family issues. Their discussion was facilitated by OPI staff and local PTA members.

After the meeting, the facilitators and kids shared the Kids on Character recommendations

with the community at a town meeting. Parents, kids, educators, local elected officials, local me-

dia, clergy, police officers and the public were invited to participate. Facilitators shared the work of

the Kids on Character Student Forum with the participants of the town meeting. This was a produc-

tive way for the community to hear the students’ thoughts on how the community could support

them in their efforts to become people of good character.
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Following the regional meetings, 22 students were selected to participate in a statewide Kids

Council on Character to finalize a list of recommendations for their communities on how to support

kids. The Council created a final document of their statement on what kids need to become people

of good character. The kids, with the help of volunteers from the Montana Broadcasters Associa-

tion, created public service announcements (PSAs) sharing what the words Honesty, Respect, Per-

sonal Responsibility, Integrity, Caring, Fairness and Citizenship mean to them. These PSAs have

been shown on local television stations statewide.

The Kids on Character Student Forums have created a successful dialogue between kids and

their communities on the topic of good character. It has given kids who participated some skills in

coping with peer pressure and a reason to be young people of good character. It is our hope to

continue the program at the local level through the continued partnership with the PTA and other

local organizations.

The Kids on Character Student Forum Handbook is a resource for communities who would

like to hold their own Kids on Character Student Forum. The handbook will provide guidance for

organizers and facilitators, as well as materials for the meeting. Thank you for joining with me in

keeping the tradition of good character alive for Montana’s kids.

Sincerely,



Kids on Character
student Forum

Mission Statement

As a community, we want and expect our

children to be people of good character.

The seven pillars of good character are:

• Honesty

• Respect

• Personal Responsibility

• Integrity

• Caring

• Fairness

• Citizenship

The mission of the Kids on Character Stu-

dent Forum is to listen to our children. The

student forums will begin a dialogue on how
adults, schools, the media, their peers, and

their community can support kids in being

people of good character.



Kids on Character
Selecting Student Participants

All kids have good ideas to share on the topic of good character. It is the goal of the Kids on

Character project to ensure that a diversity of students participate in the student forums. Schools

would often like to send their “best” students to participate in the Kids on Character Student Fo-

rum. However, the program works better with a group of students that is balanced in age, gender,

academic achievement and social skills. The agenda of the Kids on Character Student Forum is

designed to give kids the opportunity to talk about how their community can support them and

teach them skills to cope with peer pressure.

How Many Kids Hre Manageable?

The goal of Kids on Character Student Forum is to listen to children—really listen! In order to

make sure that each child has a chance to share his or her opinion, it is important to keep groups

small. A total of 30-40 is the maximum that this format can handle in a 3-hour time period. Small

groups should have at least 5 and no more than 10 kids.

What H^e Kids Should We Invite?

Kids on Character targets children in grades 3-8. It is in the third grade that kids start forming

cliques and differentiating themselves. It is also the age when kids start to develop the analytical

reasoning and attention spans to understand abstract terms such as integrity. The program also

targets preadolescents for early intervention.

How Do We Get a Diversity of Students?

Ask the principals to choose a diverse group of students which reflects a balance according to age,

gender, race, academic achievement, athletic ability and social skills. Explain that the forum needs

to record responses from all kids, not just the high achievers, to effectively respond to their needs.

How Do We Get Permission from the
Family for the Student’s Participation?

In order to take the student out of the classroom, you must obtain permission from the parents. In

addition, the Kids on Character Student Forum is strengthened by the support of parents. Send a

letter home with selected participants explaining the Kids on Character Student Forum and a per-

mission slip. The letter should stress that students will not be asked about their religious beliefs or

personal family issues. A sample letter is included in the appendix of this handbook.



Kids on Character
How to Create a Good Agenda

Small Groups Work Best

Divide the kids into small groups of at least 5 and no more than 10 students. Kids should be

grouped by age so that grades 3-4, 5-6 and 7-8 are together as much as possible.

e Oariety of Wavs to Communicate

The agenda should be organized in a way that gives every kid a chance to participate. Set up the

agenda so that kids have the opportunity to speak in a small or large group setting and share their

ideas in writing. The Kids on Character Student Forum ground rules and the facilitators will ensure

that everyone’s contribution is valued and that there are no put-downs.

Role-Play How to Deal with Peer Pressure

Ask your school psychologist or guidance counselor to help you with a role-play if you choose to

include it. Showing the kids a couple of realistic role-plays about teasing and bullying helps stu-

dents realize that adults understand their problems. More importantly, it gives kids some strategies

and skills to deal with the conflict in a nonviolent manner.

A **PoPcorn** Report Keeps Everyone in a Large Group
Listening and Participating

At the end of the small group session, the kids will come back together to report on their group’s

work. Using a “popcorn” report helps keep everyone listening and participating in the large group

session. A “popcorn” report is when each group takes a turn at sharing one of their ideas at a time.

This continues until everyone has shared all of their ideas.

Remember Kids Need Recess!

Kids on Character asks kids to put their energy and focus into a 3-hour long symposium on charac-

ter. Three hours is a long time to hold the children’s attention. Make sure your agenda gives the

kids a chance to stretch and move around. Scheduling lunch will give kids a little break and make

them feel special. This will be especially helpful for your 3rd and 4th graders.



Kids on Character
Sample Agenda

Premeeting: set up sign-in table, easels, chairs, name badges.

Introduction (Forum Coordinator)—whole group - 15 minutes

• Why we asked kids to come today; what this project is about.

• What we’ll do for 2.5 hours (agenda).

• Explain town meeting tonight, invite kids to come, help us present, bring parents.

Small groups convene - 30 minutes

• Explain ground rules: everyone gets a chance to talk, respect what everyone says, no

right or wrong answers, support each other, speak up, no interrupting.

• Kids pair up and spend two minutes learning each other’s name and one interesting thing

about that person; report back to rest of small group. (Adults should participate too. Do
one group of three if there is an uneven number.)

• Pose question #1 : If your friends had a birthday party for you in five years, and your best

friend was going to stand next to you and give a speech about the kind of person you are,

what would you want your best friend to say about you?

• Write response on the flip chart in the words used by the kids. No “translating.”

• Pose question #2: What do kids think is “cool” at school, in their lives?

• Write the words on the flip chart.

Discussion of courage (small groups) - 15 minutes

• Ask kids whether it’s always easy to be the things on their list (honest, nice, responsible,

respectful, caring, etc.).

• It takes courage to be nice, honest, etc. It takes courage not to gossip, tease, make fun of

others, avoid fights, stick up for each other when they are being bullied, stick up for what

you believe.

• Encourage discussion, stories. Was there a time when you were courageous? A time

when someone else had the courage to help you or someone else? Someone in a book, on

TV, in a movie?

Lunch - 30 minutes



Role-Play—whole group - 45 minutes (start when everyone is about finished with lunch)

Reconvene small groups - 30 minutes

• What do you need to have the courage to be the kind of person you want your best friend

to describe?

• What do you need...

—from adults?

—from your school?

—from your friends?

—from the media?

—from yourself?

Write responses on flip chart, one page for each category.

Individual time - 10 minutes

Pass out action slips to groups.

(A copy of the action slip can be found in the appendix of this handbook.)

• Ask; What’s one thing you can do starting today that will start you on the road to being

this kind of person you want your best friend to describe?

(Give them a couple of ideas of things they might write. Have them take a moment to

write it down on slips. Ask if anyone cares to share their thoughts.)

• Tell the students to take the action slip home, and to put it somewhere it can be seen every

day. Suggest that students talk about the action slip with their parents or friends.

• Decide who will report back to the whole group on the lists from the small group discus-

sion (2 students).

Report back—whole group - 25 minutes

• ’’Popcorn” report back: Each group gives one item at a time from the list of what they

need from adults, schools, etc. Write summary on newsprint sheets.

• Restate the elements of good character (honesty, integrity, etc.).

Closing - 10 minutes

• Thanks for your time, etc.

• Evaluate session by asking:

1. What did you like about the session today?

2. What didn’t you like about it and how could you make it better?

• Invite them to return for the evening town meeting session if you are planning to hold

one. Give the time and location.



Kids on Character
Guidelines for Facilitators

The role of the facilitator is to effectively manage the small and large group process.

• Articulate and enforce the ground rules. This is a critical responsibility of the facilita-

tor. Group members will rely on the facilitator’s guidance to understand and apply the

ground rules. The facilitator acts as a referee if necessary to resolve differences among

group members. Copies of the rules should be posted around the room.

The Ground Rules:

Respect

Listen

Participate

Support Each Other

Speak Up

This means no put-downs or judging; agreeing that every-

one has a right to speak.

Let people finish their statements; no interrupting; you may

ask the kids to raise their hands to speak.

We want to hear from everyone at least once; everyone has

something important to say.

Recognize that it is hard for some people to speak up or to

raise differences of opinion—encourage each other by lis-

tening and asking questions of each other.

Everyone should share their opinions—there are no wrong

answers or stupid questions. Use your “public voice” to

be heard in the group.

Keep the group on task. The schedule for the session doesn’t allow time for the group’s

discussion to wander. The small group and large group questions should be articulated

clearly by the facilitator and used to refocus the discussion if it gets off track.

Keep the session SAFE, physically and emotionally, for all the students. If an unsafe

situation occurs, use it as an opportunity to model good intervention skills for the stu-

dents. For example, if one student teases or makes fun of another, say “That’s not O.K.

here. I don’t like that kind of behavior, that’s not what we agreed on in the ground rules.

I need an apology.”
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Listen for student responses to the questions. Sometimes the responses will need

clarification so use follow-up probing questions as needed e.g. “Why is this important to

you?” or “How could your school help you accomplish that?” Be careful when respond-

ing or asking probing questions to use the students’ words and phrases. Do not para-

phrase or translate from kid to adult language or from literal to abstract concepts. The

purpose of the session is to learn how the students talk and think about issues of charac-

ter—in their own words.

Guidelines for Recorders

The role of the recorders is to document the discussion of the student groups understandably

on newsprint to share with the rest of the students and the public.

• Record legibly and understandably the student responses. Writing should be large

enough to be read by all members of the small group. If corrections are made by the

students, accept them. Stand to the side of the flip chart when not writing so the group

can read the notes.

• Write the student responses “in their own words.” Do not paraphrase or edit the

comments. There are no wrong answers. Record even the silly or sarcastic ones—it will

let the students know you are listening and taking them seriously.

• Organize the responses according to the questions asked and start a new sheet for

each question, e.g., “What do you need from adults?,” etc. The newsprint sheets can be

marked with the questions at the top before the session begins.

• Stay focused and listen carefully. Let the facilitator steer the discussion and ask the

questions. If a response is hard to hear or understand, ask the facilitator for clarification.

-10-



Kids on Character
Organizing a Town Meeting

On the same day as the Kids on Character Student Forum, a town meeting should be held to share

the information gathered from the Kids on Character Student Forum with the community. Here are

some tips to help you organize a successful town meeting.

Letter of Invitation

Send a brief letter to the following groups announcing the town meeting and explaining the Kids on

Character Student Forum. A PTA member should give these folks a reminder call a few days before

the meeting to encourage people to come.

• Parents of participating kids

• All school district teachers and administrators

• Local city and county officials

• Youth Court employees (judges, probation officer, etc.)

• Local media (TV, radio, newspaper)

• DARE/police officers

• Clergy who organize youth groups

• Local organizations that work with youth (Boy/Girl Scouts, Big Brothers/Big Sisters,

Campfire Council, etc.)

• Local mental health providers

• County Public Health and Human Service employees

Explain the Need in Your Community for
the Kids on Character Student Forum

Begin the meeting with introductions and a brief explanation of the Kids on Character Student

Forum. Feel free to hand out copies of the Kids on Character Mission Statement or a sample agenda.

Also, share why you feel the Kids on Character Student Forum is important for your community.

Maybe recent juvenile crimes in the newspaper or events in the school may highlight the need.

Keep this section brief and remember the goal is to share the students’ comments with the partici-

pants.

Sharing the Kids* Ideas

The comments and suggestions from the students will already be written up on flip charts from

your small groups. Post these around the room so that town meeting participants can read them.

Have the summary flip chart from your large group session posted up in front of the room. Have

your lead facilitator run through the flip charts on each topic. Let participants ask questions and

have your facilitators there to help you answer them.
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Take Questions. Comments and
Suggestions From the Audience

Encourage participation from the audience. Let people know up front that they may ask questions

and offer suggestions. Hopefully, you will get a group that is interested in creating a plan to follow

up on the kids suggestions.

Offer fhe Media an (nferview wifh a Facilifafor

Before or after the town meeting, let a reporter interview a facilitator. Share the Kids on Character

Mission Statement, kids’ suggestions for the media and other interesting information. Call and set

up the interview prior to the day of the town meeting. Do not let the media into the Kids on Charac-

ter Student Forum. It can keep kids from sharing openly. The press is welcome at the town meeting

in the evening. Do not let the media interview a student without the prior consent of the students’

parents.

Town Meeting Sample Agenda

7:00 p.m. Convene

Welcome and Introductions

Overview - Kids On Character

Three Partners in the Project:

1 . Office of Public Instruction

2. MT Parent Teacher Association

3. MT Broadcasters Association

The State Project; history, purpose

Review Today’s Student Forum
Purpose

Format

Who Participated

What Did the Kids Say about Character?

Review summary sheets

Questions and Discussion

Next Steps and Follow-up

“What can we do in our community to meet the kids’ needs?”

8:30 p.m. Adjourn

-12-
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Kids on Character
Sample Parent Letter

Dear Parents:

Montana has a proud tradition of personal responsibility, honesty, integrity, and citizenship—in

other words, good character.

We believe the safety of our communities, schools, and neighborhoods depends on keeping that

tradition alive, especially for our children. That’s a bigger challenge today than ever before.

While the vast majority of our Montana children are people of good character, they face a constant

barrage of negative messages ranging from violence on TV, to peer pressure, to gang “wanna-bes”

in our communities. As parents, we sometimes worry that our efforts to teach good character must

compete with these negative messages for our children’s attention.

How can Montanans help children resist the negative influences and become people of good char-

acter in these changing times? We decided to ask the children themselves. On ,
we will

meet with about 30 students in grades 3-8 to ask them what they need from adults, their schools,

their peers, and themselves in order to be people of good character.

The meeting is called “Kids on Character.” We asked your school superintendent to help us iden-

tify students from your area to participate and your child was recommended. We are honored to

invite your child to attend this special meeting.

Some details on the Kids on Character Meeting :

• It will take place on at . Your child will be excused from

classes to attend.

• The meeting will consist of small group discussions on personal responsibility, honesty,

and other traits of good character. We will moderate the discussions with help from local

PTA volunteers.

• We will n^ ask students about religious beliefs or personal family issues.

• Students’ opinions and comments will be respected by all participants.

• Your child’s comments will be kept confidential. Although we will share students’ com-

ments with the community, we will not keep track of who says what.

• The meeting will not be taped.

• There is no charge for your child to attend.

From their discussions, students will generate a list of recommendations for adults, their peers and

themselves. We will present these at a town meeting to be held at on .
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All citizens are invited to attend the town meeting; we hope you and your family will join us. We
will invite the students who participate during the day to come in the evening to help us present

their findings and recommendations.

We hope you and your child will be as excited about the Kids on Character meeting as we are! If

you would like your child to attend
,
please sign the form below and return it to the school principal

by .

If you have any questions about this project, please don’t hesitate to call us or your school district

superintendent . Thank you for helping us make this project possible!

Sincerely,

School Principal/ PTA Officer/ Administrator

Permission Slip

to Attend
Kids on Character Meeting

(child’s name) has my permission to attend the Kids on Character meeting

on at .

(Parent’s Signature) (Principal’s Signature)

Please return this slip to your school principal by

-14-



Kids on Character
Ground Rules

1. Respect

2. Listen

3. Participate

4. Support Each Other

5. Speak Up

-15-
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Kids on Character
Related Programs

State Programs:

Learn and Serve MONTANA, a K-12 school-based program, is designed to promote academic

and personal growth in young people through classroom instruction and community service.

Learn and Serve MONTANA encourages students to get things done, to strengthen their com-

munities through service, and to develop their highest potential as productive members of

society.

State Leam and Serve Coordinator: June Atkins, Office of Public Instruction, P.O. Box 202501,

Helena, MT 59620-2501; (406) 444-3664; e-mailjatkins@opi.mt.gov

Montana Behavior Initiative is a comprehensive staff development venture created to improve

the capacities of schools and communities to meet the diverse and increasing complex social,

emotional and behavioral needs of students. The initiative assists educators and community

services personnel to develop the attitudes, skills and systems necessary to help each student

leavo public education with the social competence needed to succeed in society and the work-

place.

MBI State Coordinator: Susan Bailey-Anderson, Specialist, Office of Public Instruction, P.O.

Box 202501, Helena, MT 59620-2501; (406) 444-2046; e-mail sbailey@opi.mt.gov

Youth For Justice involves young people in law-related education programs that address national

and state issues, particularly violence by and against youth. Law-related education is de-

signed to help young people develop their knowledge, skills, and concerns as citizens.

State Coordinator: Terri Miller, Cayuse Prairie Elementary, 897 Lake Blaine Road, Kalispell,

MT 59901; (406)756-4560

Montana Youth Citizens’ Summit brings together diverse groups of young people to explore state

and local issues related to youth, specifically youth violence and violence prevention pro-

grams. The summits are designed to provide discussion between adults and youth on public

policy issues and adult/youth partnerships. Young people voice their concerns and recommend

suggestions to real community needs, such as curbing violence in their communities. The

main objective of this program is to encourage students to develop and participate in solutions

to challenges facing their communities.

State Coordinator: Terri Miller, Cayuse Prairie Elementary, 897 Lake Blaine Road, Kalispell,

MT 59901; (406)756-4560

Montana Office of Public Instruction Contact: Linda Vrooman Peterson, P.O. Box 202501,

Helena, MT 59620-2501; (406) 444-5726; e-mail 1 peterson@opi.mt.gov
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Kids on Character
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